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The longship glided through the water with a muted hiss, the gaping mouth of its dragon’s-head prow parting the veils of early-morning mist that draped the river. The motley crew of men sitting on their travelling kists along the sides dipped the oars in unison, making only the smallest of splashing noises. Anyone listening would have assumed it was a fish slapping its tail fin above the surface, nothing more.


No one spoke. They all knew what to do and looked to their leader for a signal. He stood in the stern, manning the steering oar while scanning the riverbank for the right place to beach his ship. A collection of roofs came into view, looming in the distance, a few curls of smoke beginning to float up into the sky through the thatch. The inhabitants were stirring, but they’d be sleepy and unprepared when the attack came.


One of the crewmen momentarily closed his eyes. He didn’t want to be here. Had tired of this game of cat-and-mouse they’d been engaged in for years. But loyalty and honour forbade him from rebelling and kept him seated, wordlessly working his oar with the rest of them. When the time came, he would jump over the gunwale, sword in one hand, shield in the other, and sprint towards their unsuspecting victims. Surprise was the key. If your enemy didn’t know you were coming, you always had the upper hand. And by the time they realised what was happening, it would already be too late.


The campaign of terror and plunder would carry on until his uncle had had enough. And that would not be any time soon, if ever, because the man was insatiable.










Chapter One
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West Mercia, spring AD 873


‘Hurry, you’re wanted in the hall!’


Merewen looked up from the cough mixture she was preparing in the small hut she used for such tasks. Her younger sister, Aelfwynn, had pulled the door open and stuck her head inside, panting slightly. She’d clearly run as fast as she could, and the obvious urgency of her mission made Merewen’s stomach muscles clench.


‘Why? What’s the matter? Has someone hurt themselves?’


As the settlement’s healer, it fell to her to see to any injuries. It would help to know what she’d be dealing with so that she could bring the right supplies.


‘No. Father wants a word, is all.’


‘Oh.’ That still sounded ominous, but Merewen knew it was best not to keep him waiting. If she was in for a scolding, that would only make matters worse. ‘Very well, I’m coming.’


She abandoned the cough mixture and wiped her hands on a cloth before leaving. While walking quickly in the direction of the main building, she made sure her hair was tidy, smoothing down the curly wisps that always seemed to escape despite her best efforts to tame them.


‘What do you think I’ve done this time, Sceadu?’ she whispered to the shaggy hound who had been waiting for her outside the hut. He was a huge, hairy grey beast, the size of a small calf, and her constant shadow and guardian, but he couldn’t protect her from reprimands. He padded along next to her, giving silent support.


For the life of her she couldn’t remember any possible transgressions, but no doubt she’d soon find out what she had done wrong. Her older sister, Burghild, who effectively ran the household since their mother’s passing, was good at blaming Merewen for anything that went awry. The two sisters had never seen eye to eye, and Burghild appeared to delight in making Merewen’s life difficult. And unfortunately, their father, Beorthric, believed his oldest daughter more often than not because she was a very convincing liar.


As she entered the hall, Merewen halted momentarily, taken aback by the sight of her betrothed, Oslac, sitting next to her father. She hadn’t realised he was due to visit today or she would have made more of an effort with her appearance. He was the son and heir of their closest neighbour, and she was set to marry him this summer. It was a good match, and she was excited by the prospect of finally having her own household and escaping her sister’s machinations. It didn’t hurt that Oslac was handsome, with dark hair and hazel eyes. She knew he was admired by all the local women, and she felt very lucky to be the one he had chosen.


She frowned as she registered that Burghild was sitting next to him looking smug. Never a good sign. In contrast, Oslac kept his gaze fixed on the floor. That was strange. Normally he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off Merewen. What on earth was going on? She walked over to the group and stopped in front of them.


‘Father? Is there something amiss?’


‘Not as such.’ Beorthric cleared his throat before launching into speech. ‘I merely wished to inform you that I have decided your sister will make a better match for Oslac than you.’ He indicated the now smirking Burghild. ‘As you know, her betrothed was recently killed by the heathens, although why he felt the need to go off and fight them I’ll never know. Be that as it may, she is my eldest child, and whomsoever she marries will inherit this settlement since I have not been blessed with any sons. Oslac will take over his own father’s domains in due course, and as Burghild’s husband he can eventually merge the two properties into a larger one. That will create a very rich holding and increase our families’ standing in the area. So from this moment on, I declare your betrothal to Oslac at an end. He and Burghild will be wed at midsummer.’


Merewen was speechless and simply stared at him for a moment. Her sister’s husband-to-be getting himself killed fighting the so-called Heathen Army that was rampaging around the country had been a blow. Naturally Merewen had felt for Burghild and had wished for her to find happiness with someone else. But not at her own expense. Not with her man.


‘You’re giving my betrothed to Burghild?’ she asked, anger stirring inside her. ‘And what about me? Am I to be palmed off to that old widower with six children instead?’ Godric, a man almost her father’s age, was currently the only other marriage prospect in these parts, as most of the younger men had gone off to fight the heathens and hadn’t come back. At least not yet.


‘Do not be impertinent. I have other plans for you.’ Beorthric scowled at her, although she could see him squirming slightly, as if he was fully aware of the fact that he was hurting her.


‘And what, pray tell, might those be?’ She wasn’t convinced she wanted to hear them, and his next words proved her right.


‘I have it in mind to send you to the nuns at Hreopandune. I have heard they are in need of healers, and you have the necessary skills. Your dowry isn’t large, as I have to provide for your two younger sisters as well, but it should be enough to secure you a place with them. Once there, you can pray daily for the souls of everyone in our family. You might even rise to the rank of abbess one day. They wield a lot of power, or so I’m told, and that could benefit us as well.’


‘You’re banishing me to a monastery?’


Merewen could not believe what she was hearing. That morning she’d had a bright future, but now all her dreams had been dashed in one fell swoop. She was to live a solitary life dedicated to God. No husband, no children, no household to run. It could be viewed as an honour to serve the Lord, but to her it sounded more like a prison sentence. And it was all to benefit her sister, who in Merewen’s opinion did not deserve it.


‘Do not be so dramatic. It is a good life, and you know as well as I do that there is a dearth of young men in these parts. All over the country, in fact, what with the constant fighting. And what’s more, you can help defeat the enemy with prayers.’


She snorted in disbelief. As if prayers had any effect on the Norsemen. Fury made her clench her fists and fix her erstwhile betrothed with a glare. ‘And you are amenable to this change, Oslac? Am I to take it that all the sweet words you’ve been plying me with were a lie? You no longer prefer me over Burghild, as you’ve said time and time again?’


That last sentence made her sister’s superior expression disappear. They both knew that Merewen was the prettier of the two. She wasn’t vain and didn’t consider herself anything special, but poor Burghild had inherited their father’s large nose and prominent chin, an unfortunate combination. Merewen was convinced this was at least partly to blame for the enmity Burghild bore her, but her appearance wasn’t something she could do anything about. And Oslac had told her repeatedly how attractive he found her. How he couldn’t wait to make her his in every way.


She saw him flinch, and he raised his gaze to hers at last. There was guilt and conflicted emotions in the depths of his eyes, but he squared his shoulders and stared back, swallowing hard. ‘You know I meant what I said, um, at the time, but . . . circumstances change. Your father’s arrangements make sense. Had Burghild not already been betrothed, I would have asked for her hand in marriage instead of yours from the beginning.’


A huff of incredulous laughter escaped before she could stop it. ‘Is that so?’ she scoffed. It wasn’t true. He’d mentioned on several occasions that he had always had his eye on Merewen and wanted no one but her. The loathsome liar. ‘Well then, I wish you well and I hope you don’t live to regret your decision. Forgive me if I don’t pray for your future happiness and prosperity. I shall concentrate my efforts solely on the Norsemen.’


‘Merewen!’ her father barked, but for once his outrage did not scare her, and she paid him no heed.


She turned on her heel and stormed out of the hall, slamming the door behind her. Sceadu was waiting for her outside, and he followed without hesitation as she ran back to her hut. Once inside, she sank down onto the floor and allowed her emotions free rein. For a long time she wept with great big hiccoughing sobs while hugging her dog’s neck. He leaned his head against hers, giving her the occasional lick to show his sympathy.


‘Oh Sceadu, what am I to do? I don’t want to become a nun! And what will happen to you? I doubt they allow animals in the monastery.’ The thought of having to leave him behind made her sob even harder.


Eventually she calmed down and tried to accept her fate. Perhaps God had never meant for her to have a husband and family. He might have intended her for His service all along. She’d have to make the best of it, but until such time as she left this settlement, she would only speak to her father or sister when strictly necessary. And as for that lying toad Oslac, he could rot in hell.




London, April, present day


‘How long do we have to keep sneaking around like this? Can’t we just tell her and get it over with?’


Alix Howell stopped abruptly at the sound of her younger sister’s voice. It was coming from the mud room beyond the kitchen in their parents’ house, and although Autumn was whispering, the words were still perfectly audible.


‘Patience, baby.’ The voice replying belonged to Alix’s fiancé, Sean, and hearing it made her freeze in shock. ‘We have to wait until the mortgage application for the flat has been approved,’ he continued. ‘You know we need Alix to cover the down payment. It’s not like we can afford it ourselves. Once all the paperwork is signed, it won’t matter so much, and I’ll pay her back when I can. Or you can pay her rent so she can go and live somewhere else. I doubt she’ll want to share with us, even though there are two bedrooms.’


A muffled giggle was the answer to that statement. What the hell? The pain of betrayal hit Alix right in the middle of the sternum, knocking all the air out of her. She clutched her stomach and tried to breathe while processing what she’d just heard. Her sister was having an affair with Sean? Since when? No. This couldn’t be true. Alix hadn’t noticed him acting any different recently. There had been quite a few late nights in the office and some outings with his mates that he’d claimed were for boys only, but no other red flags. He’d acted as loving as normal. What a consummate liar! She hadn’t suspected a thing.


And what was this about the down payment? Was he seriously planning to use Alix’s life savings, combined with his own meagre contribution, to obtain a mortgage for the flat they were buying together, then dump her? A flat that apparently she was never going to live in. The utter bastard!


So not happening.


After the week she’d had at work – although she didn’t want to think about that right now – this was the last straw. She marched over to the door that separated the mud room from the kitchen and threw it open.


‘No need to wait. I won’t be signing any of those papers now, or providing any money, so you can go ahead and make your relationship official,’ she announced, pulling off the cheap zirconia ring Sean had bought her instead of a diamond one and throwing it at him. It was supposed to have been temporary until he could afford something better, since they’d needed the money for the flat. So much for that.


‘I wouldn’t have been able to afford the mortgage payments anyway, as I quit my job yesterday,’ she added. She hadn’t had a chance to tell anyone yet, and now it probably didn’t matter. It might even be a blessing in disguise.


Autumn and Sean’s stunned expressions and gaping mouths would have been hilarious if the cause hadn’t been so hurtful. Alix didn’t intend to stick around and wait for them to recover, however. No doubt they’d try and come up with some excuse as to why they were perfect for each other. Judging by previous experience, it would involve a variation on the theme of Alix being too serious or boring, compared to her uber-glamorous sister. Autumn was the ‘fun one’ of the two, according to most of their friends. The one with the natural charm and a gift for socialising and hogging the limelight. Whereas Alix was shy and introverted, more interested in reading than partying.


Being less than a year apart, most people had mistaken them for twins when they were children. They did look fairly similar when in their natural state, but Alix always felt overshadowed by her sister. Autumn was a beautician and knew how to enhance her looks; from chemical hair-straightening and lip fillers to a year-round spray tan and hours spent with a personal trainer each week, nothing was left to chance. And it would seem that Sean preferred this improved version of what the gods had given them.


He was welcome to it.


‘Alix, wait! I can explain! Stop for a minute . . .’


She ignored the increasingly anxious pleas from behind her and swore that this was the last time she’d allow Autumn to steal anything that belonged to her. Her sister had been doing it more or less from birth, and mostly getting away with it too. She had been the golden child for as long as Alix could remember. The one who could do no wrong. As soon as she’d been born, Alix had been effectively sidelined. Autumn had been a beautiful, contented baby, by all accounts, whereas Alix had been colicky and difficult. The new baby was able to charm their parents in a way that Alix had never mastered, and later she had lying down to a fine art as well. More times than she cared to count, Alix had been blamed for every misdemeanour, despite any lack of evidence. It was enough that Autumn turned her limpid gaze on their parents and shed a few theatrical tears. They fell for it every time. There was no competing with her. She always got her way.


Well, enough was enough.


Sweeping past their astonished parents, and assorted other relatives who had come over for Sunday lunch, Alix grabbed her handbag and jacket and slammed her way out of the house. Thank goodness she hadn’t completed the flat purchase with Sean yet. She was still sharing a loft apartment with two friends, but that would have to change too. Now that she’d left the job that tied her to the capital, it was time to move somewhere far from London. Anywhere her sister wasn’t living would be fine.


Vindictively, she hoped it would be many years before Sean and Autumn could afford to buy a flat. Her own nest egg would be used to purchase a property that was all hers.










Chapter Two
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Hreopandune/Repton, Mercia, April/Einmánuðr AD 874


‘Have we not accumulated all the treasure we need by now? We’ve been campaigning for years, and I for one am sick of it!’ Eirik Ormsson glared at his uncle Hastein, but received only a disdainful glance in return.


‘We have nowhere near enough, boy! There is much more plunder to be had in these lands. Why give up so soon? Are you a coward that you don’t wish to fight for more? You wouldn’t want to end up like your father, would you, dying in his bed like an old man?’


The slur on his father’s character stung, but Eirik knew from long acquaintance with his uncle that it was useless to defend him.


‘I’ve amply demonstrated my courage these past twelve years or more,’ he growled. ‘But unlike you, I have no aspirations to live like a king. I’d be perfectly content with a prosperous property of my own to settle in. Preferably before I’m too old or irrevocably maimed.’


Hastein snorted. ‘Want to till the soil like a thrall, do you? Why aim so low when you can just take what you want? No. I say we head west from here and don’t stop until our horses are weighed down with silver and gold.’


Eirik gave up. There was no reasoning with the man at the moment. In theory, he could have headed north by himself with some of Jarl Halfdan Hvitserk’s men when they left in a week or two. They were bound for Northumbria, where Halfdan had promised to allocate lands to those who wished to settle there. The insult to Eirik’s honour did not permit this course of action, however. Hastein was all the family he had now, and Eirik’s loyalty to the man who had taken care of him since his father’s death ran deep.


‘One more summer of plundering, then I’ll persuade him to stop,’ he muttered to himself. Surely even Hastein had some limit as to how much loot he needed in order to live out his days in luxury.


Then again, maybe not. The man’s avarice knew no bounds.


Agitated beyond measure, Eirik left the perimeter of the encampment to walk off his frustration. The thousands-strong force of Norsemen that the Vestrsaxar called the Heathen Army had overwintered at Hreopandune in the heart of the Mercian kingdom after overpowering the former ruler the previous autumn. It had been a stronghold and sacred site of the Mercian royal family for centuries, and contained a church with adjoining mausoleum. This had been filled with the bones of Mercian kings, but Eirik knew some of his comrades had plundered the caskets for treasure and strewn the bones haphazardly around the small crypt. Those bones would never again be pieced together to form a whole skeleton.


Once ensconced at Hreopandune, the warbands had set about fortifying the area, and created a small secure enclosure where their leaders stayed. During the winter, one of them, Halfdan Hvitserk, had had the remains of his brother, Ivar the Boneless, transferred here, and a large grave mound had been constructed to house them. This now dominated the area and signalled Norse power to anyone contemplating it.


‘Ivar was a formidable fighter, by all accounts, taking what he wanted,’ Hastein had told Eirik, implying that this was the kind of man he should aspire to become. Yet Eirik couldn’t find it in himself to want more than a peaceful existence. He’d been part of a warband since the age of eleven. Now he had seen twenty-four winters, and it felt as though he had taken part in enough bloodshed to last for several lifetimes. His uncle had claimed it was necessary to wage war on the inhabitants of this large island, but Eirik was beginning to doubt it was true any longer.


The Heathen Army’s initial intent had been to accumulate enough riches for those taking part to gain status in their homelands. Their backgrounds varied, as the men came from all over the northern lands, as well as Írland, Frisia and elsewhere. The leaders appeared to have a different agenda, however, aiming to take over the various kingdoms here one by one and settle there. So far the East Angles, Northumbrians and Mercians had been defeated. Surely that was enough for the three- or four-thousand-strong force? There would be plenty of land to go around.


But some men, like Hastein, had become used to a life without toil, where all they had to do was grab what they wanted. Who was the lazy one in this scenario? Eirik wondered sourly. He knew the life of a farmer was hard, but it would be more satisfying than taking what others had strived for. More peaceful. And surely more honourable. Also, they had enough silver now to pay an army of people to till the land for them. It wasn’t as though they would become thralls overnight.


With a sigh, he carried on walking. After a while, he reached the place where the greater part of the army was camped, east of Hreopandune, on a hillside overlooking the river. Longships lined the banks nearby, some of them in the process of being repaired or overhauled, causing much noise and bustle. A veritable forest of tents covered the hill itself, grouped together in clusters. Each warband – virtual brotherhoods that stuck together under one leader and were bound by their oaths to him – made up a separate zone of the camp. Their tents had been set up to leave an open space in the centre, where there were trestle tables and a hearth for communal cooking and warmth.


The tents themselves were simple triangular timber frames covered with canvas. This did not afford much in the way of protection from the winter cold, but they were lined with blankets and furs, which helped. Each one slept five or six men, their gear stowed inside, while shields and spears leaned against the outside. In the evenings, the groups would gather round their own fires, sharing the steaming-hot broth or stew that someone’s woman had cooked, drinking ale, telling tall tales or playing board games. Quite often this evolved into fights as men bored with this sedentary existence released their pent-up frustrations. They couldn’t wait for spring, when they’d be off on new adventures.


Eirik passed some of these tent groupings and continued towards the other side of the camp, where traders and craftsmen had set up their booths. Some were warriors during the fighting season and plied a trade during the winter, while others were craftsmen full-time. Eirik himself had learned the trade of a comb-maker to pass the time, but he didn’t have his own stall. Instead, another man – Haldor – sold whatever he made and in return took a small cut of the profit for himself. It was an arrangement that suited them both.


Eirik stopped by Reidulf the silversmith’s booth. The man looked up and smiled when he caught sight of him. ‘Ah, there you are. Your items are all ready for collection.’ He went to rummage in a chest that had been kept locked for safety, and brought out a bundle wrapped in a woollen cloth, which he unrolled and proffered to Eirik. ‘Here, will this do?’


‘Perfect. My thanks!’


The metalworker had taken all the items Eirik had brought him from the previous year’s campaign and melted them down. Some he’d fashioned into thick armbands of various shapes and forms – plain circles, twisted strands or flat surfaces with decorative punchwork – others into small ingots that were easily portable. What had formerly been goblets and platters looted from churches and monasteries were now much more useful items. The kind of wealth Eirik could bring with him anywhere and use as payment if necessary, but also as ornaments to show off his riches.


‘You’ve done brilliant work,’ he commented, threading the bands onto his arms, where they joined a multitude of others from previous seasons. Unlike some of his warrior brothers, he hadn’t squandered his gains on gaming, bets or camp women. He didn’t bother nicking the silver to check for purity, as he trusted Reidulf implicitly. They’d been friends for years now, and he knew the man wouldn’t cheat him like some of the other metalworkers were wont to do.


‘I’m glad you’re pleased.’ Reidulf invited Eirik to sit down on a stool for a chat. ‘I gather you’ll be leaving soon, so I guess I’ll see you in the autumn.’


‘Yes, probably.’ Eirik heaved a sigh and told his friend about the argument with his uncle. ‘I’m beginning to think he’ll never settle anywhere. I’m stuck raiding with him until the day he dies.’


‘Hmm, yes, it does sound like it. I’m sorry. I suppose he’d be furious if you decided to go your own way.’


‘He would see it as the ultimate betrayal. I can’t do that. I owe him for looking after me and my mother when Father died. He could have left us on that stinking island in Frisia, but he didn’t.’


Eirik and his parents had been living on an island not far from Dorestad, the main trading town in Frisia, when his father had died of a sudden illness. Eirik had only hazy memories from that time of a larger-than-life uncle sweeping in to save his mother from having to become a camp follower. Since Hastein didn’t have children of his own, he’d more or less adopted Eirik, spending time each day teaching him battle skills. How could Eirik possibly leave the man now? He owed him everything.


But he could still dream of a future where he had his own domains, and a wife and family to come home to at night. With the help of the gods, perhaps one day he’d get there. He only hoped it would be sooner rather than later.










Chapter Three
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Hereford, May, present day


‘So where were you on the twenty-eighth of March, Mr Vaughan?’


The police officer scowled at Noah and he glared back, refusing to be intimidated.


‘Probably in the lambing barn. Hang on a second.’ He pulled up the calendar on his phone and checked the relevant date. ‘Yep. The last four lambs were born that day. I remember the third one got stuck. Took hours to come out. Thought I’d lose the ewe, but luckily she managed to give birth successfully in the end.’


Officer Jones wrinkled his nose, as if he didn’t want to hear the nitty-gritty about birthing lambs. Too bad. He was the one who’d asked.


‘And where were your sister and her boyfriend at this time?’


Noah shrugged. ‘How should I know? Niamh is an adult. I don’t keep tabs on her twenty-four seven. As for Reece, hopefully he was far away from my farm.’


Chance would be a fine thing.


He’d suspected for some time that Reece, his sister’s good-for-nothing boyfriend, had had a hand in the sheep rustling that had happened the previous autumn. It had stopped when he’d told the guy he was going to install security cameras in all his fields. He hadn’t, since there were no funds for such an extravagance, but Reece didn’t know that and was too stupid – or too lazy – to check. It did seem a bit of a coincidence that there hadn’t been any more thefts after that, though.


‘He wasn’t,’ Officer Jones said. ‘He claimed you had given him permission to use a metal detector to search your fields, and that was the day he found the Viking hoard.’


‘I gave Niamh permission, not him. I should have guessed he was in on it too, but I didn’t think to ask. It was her metal detector – I gave it to her for Christmas.’ Noah ground his teeth together. He wished he’d never bought the damned thing now. It had caused nothing but trouble.


‘Your sister says she wasn’t with Mr Watkins that day and that he was out in the fields on his own. You’re sure she wasn’t helping you with the lambing?’


Noah snorted. ‘Yeah, right. As if!’ At the officer’s raised eyebrow, he elaborated. ‘She hates farm work and only helps out if I force her. She’s much too squeamish and wouldn’t be caught dead near the back end of a sheep, especially not one that’s giving birth. The property belongs to me and the animals are my responsibility. Niamh just lives there while she’s studying sociology at uni, long-distance.’


He wished she’d go and study at an actual university, but she’d tried it for one term and hated it. The realisation that she would have to live off her student loan and not have her room and board paid for by him, the way she did at home, probably had a lot to do with it. At the moment, she didn’t contribute a penny towards the household costs and used most of her student loan for frivolous things like clothes and clubbing. She seemed to take it for granted that he’d foot the bill for everything else, although she’d occasionally do a grocery run and pay for that.


‘Letting me stay here and paying for my food is the least you can do after you got your big inheritance,’ she’d told him when she moved back home without even asking if he was OK with that.


The fact that he’d inherited the farm and everything in it from his late uncle had been a huge bone of contention between them. But it was his uncle, not hers, brother to Noah’s dad. Niamh was only his half-sister; they had the same mother, but different fathers. Neither man was in the picture – Noah’s father was deceased, and God only knew where Niamh’s was – so when their mum had died, Uncle Ifan and Aunt Jane had kindly taken both siblings into their home. Niamh should have been grateful to be included, since she wasn’t actually their relative, but instead she’d resented having to live ‘out in the sticks’, as she’d termed it, and on a ‘smelly farm’ instead of in London. Granted, she’d been a stroppy teenager at the time, only fourteen when they moved in, but she ought to have matured a bit since then. Sadly, that hadn’t happened.


Uncle Ifan had stated in his will that he wished the property to stay in the family, as it had done for centuries, and he knew Noah would take good care of it. If Niamh had ever lifted a finger around the place to help out, he might have given her a share, but he didn’t deem her worthy of receiving anything. She disagreed.


‘I’m family too, even if it’s not by blood. Part of it should have been mine.’ She had been furious, but the will was legal and watertight. Nothing she could do about it.


Except punish Noah by staying on and scrounging off him every chance she got.


Officer Jones jolted him back to the present and started off in a new direction. ‘The items we’ve recovered from the hoard so far were sold via your laptop. How do you explain that?’


With a sigh, Noah closed his eyes and prayed for patience. ‘It’s not my private laptop as such, it’s the farm computer. It’s used for things like ordering feed and keeping up to date with our breeding programme. It’s old and doesn’t even have a password. Anyone could have had access to it, as long as they were in the house.’


Knowing Reece and Niamh, they’d used it while he was fast asleep. After a day spent working hard around the place, Noah slept like the dead. He wouldn’t have heard a thing.


But what had they been thinking?


One – or both? – of them had apparently found a Viking hoard on his land with the help of that accursed metal detector. Instead of declaring it to the authorities and paying him half the value, as he’d told Niamh she would have to do if she came across anything of note, they had sold some of the artefacts online. Illegally. Someone had noticed and alerted the police, who had swept in and arrested first Noah, then Reece and Niamh. Noah had been let go almost immediately, although he was still brought in for questioning from time to time, like today. Niamh had also been allowed home when Reece told officers she hadn’t been part of the crime. Reece himself had been arrested, as he’d been dumb enough to keep a few items from the hoard at his home, thus incriminating himself.


Noah didn’t believe for a moment that Niamh hadn’t been part of the illicit venture. She was besotted with her thug of a boyfriend. But did he really want her to end up in jail, like Reece? With all their other relatives gone, and him the older sibling, he still felt responsible for her despite everything. Taking the fall for the crime while not implicating Niamh was possibly the only good thing her useless partner had ever done for her. Noah wasn’t going to argue with that unless he had to.


‘Did Mr Watkins stay over at the farm often?’ the police officer queried.


‘Yes.’


Way too often, if you asked Noah. The man had practically lived there, and he was another freeloader who never offered to pay for any of the food or drink he consumed. Noah really should have put his foot down ages ago.


‘So you’re saying he could have had access to your laptop when you were asleep?’


‘To the farm laptop, yes. Look, I’m not very computer savvy. Ask anyone. I wouldn’t know where to even begin to sell anything online. I buy feed for my livestock and I look up things like auction times. That’s it. And if I’d found gold on my land, I would have gone straight to the authorities. I’m an honest man.’


The officer bit his lip as though he wasn’t convinced, but finally he nodded. ‘Very well. You may go for now, but we might need to question you again. Mr Watkins is refusing to say where the rest of the treasure is. Until we’ve found it all, we won’t give up.’


‘How do you know there was more?’


So far about twenty items had been recovered – all the objects Reece had attempted to sell online, plus the few he’d kept for himself. A gold ring, a couple of bracelets of some sort, a pendant and an assortment of coins. Most from the mid to late ninth century or thereabouts. Noah hadn’t known there were others.


‘Because we found photos on his phone of the treasure in situ as he uncovered it. There looked to be hundreds of coins and possibly other items as well, like silver ingots. Also, he apparently bragged to some of his mates that he’d found a huge pile of gold and silver that was going to make him rich.’ Officer Jones rolled his eyes. ‘What he’s sold so far is valuable, but nowhere near a fortune. Whenever we try to get him to reveal the whereabouts of the rest, however, he clams up, although he has this really shifty look on his face.’


Yes, Noah was very familiar with that particular expression and could well believe Reece was holding something back. The only problem was that if it was true, Niamh probably knew where he’d stashed his finds. She wasn’t telling, though. And Noah had no way of making Reece talk either. The man couldn’t be reasoned with and physical intimidation was out of the question, even if Noah had been so inclined, which he wasn’t. The authorities had acted unusually fast and Reece had already been tried, found guilty and sentenced to a ten-year prison sentence. He was safely behind bars and if he wasn’t talking to the police, he’d never divulge anything to Noah even if he went to visit him. It was a hopeless situation.


‘I see. Well, I hope you do find it, Officer. Bye for now.’


He left the police station with a crushing weight on his shoulders. It was bad enough that his sister’s boyfriend was in jail, but the thought that she was in danger of being prosecuted as well was awful. She’d been difficult for as long as he could remember, and hadn’t made life easy for the kind people who had taken them both in, but he’d never thought of her as a criminal. As a teenager, he hadn’t exactly been a saint himself, at least not while they lived in London. Coming to the farm, where he was expected to work hard if he wanted to stay, had been his salvation.


Niamh was a different matter, and when Aunt Jane had died of COVID, things had gone from bad to worse. Poor Uncle Ifan couldn’t control Niamh and didn’t understand girls. He’d never had children of his own, and dealing with a rebellious teen was beyond him. His way of coping had been to ignore her, leaving her free to go her own way. That mostly entailed her getting into trouble, which Noah then had to bail her out of.


He sighed again as he headed for his battered Land Rover. Niamh was twenty-three now. Wasn’t it past time for her to grow up and take some responsibility for her life? But egged on by the likes of Reece, that was never going to happen. Noah needed to be firmer with her. Tell her she was only welcome to stay at the farm until her last semester was over. After that, she needed to stand on her own two feet.


He wasn’t looking forward to that conversation one bit.


Driving past his fields, Noah kept an eye out for anything unusual, as always. Sheep could get themselves into all sorts of trouble, like getting their heads stuck in the fence or somehow wandering out onto the road. It was second nature to him now to check as he went by.


The sheep were fine, but there was a small electric-blue car parked at the entrance to one of the neighbour’s fields that abutted his own. The two fields shared an access area, and his happened to contain a Neolithic stone cairn. The very cairn where Reece claimed to have found his Viking hoard, although he had so far refused to pinpoint the exact spot. The local archaeologists had been out to check, but the thief had covered his tracks well. Since the treasure was gone, and it had rained heavily since, they’d been unable to say for sure where it had been hidden. They weren’t best pleased about that, muttering something about ‘context’ and ‘layers’ in the soil, which Noah hadn’t understood.


He braked and parked next to the little Fiat 500, which looked dinky next to his much larger car. Did it belong to one of the archaeologists? This was private land, and no one had asked his permission to come and take another look. The cairn was a listed monument, and he’d been thinking of allowing the public access to it, but it was something Uncle Ifan had vehemently opposed, so he hadn’t decided yet. At the moment, however, it was off limits to everyone. Perhaps the intruder was one of the nosy newspaper reporters who had tried to get him to comment – without success. They weren’t very good at taking no for an answer.


He got out and scanned the neighbour’s field first, but it was empty, so he headed into his own, vaulting the gate instead of opening it. At first, he didn’t see anyone there either, but then he spotted movement by the cairn, which was situated on top of a small hill in the far corner. Taking long strides, he made his way towards the stones and saw that it was a woman, perhaps in her mid to late twenties. She was standing staring at the cairn, obviously deep in thought, but she looked very out of place in the bucolic setting. She was wearing a pencil skirt and tights, with sensible flattish shoes and a short windbreaker, her long dark hair pulled into a tight bun at the back of her neck and secured with a large clip. Definitely not an archaeologist. Journalist then?


‘This is private land. You’re trespassing,’ he said, his voice a little gruffer than he’d intended.


Her eyes widened in consternation, and he registered their unusual colour – a clear grey that seemed like brilliant quicksilver in the spring sunshine.


‘I’m so sorry. I just . . .’ Her cheeks turned pink and she lowered her gaze. ‘It sounds really silly, but I wanted to see the place where it was found. The hoard, I mean.’


‘Why? Are you writing about it?’ He stuck his hands in his pockets, planting himself firmly in front of her. If he gave off an unfriendly vibe, too bad. She had no business being here.


‘Writing? I suppose you could say that, but really I was just curious.’


‘Sure you were. Well, I’d appreciate it if you’d leave now. As I said, this is my land. There’s no public footpath anywhere near here.’ He frowned at her.


Some of her hair had come loose from the bun and was blowing around in the breeze. It caressed her smooth cheeks, which had gone an even deeper shade of pink, obscuring the smattering of freckles that spread across them and her nose. She tucked a curly strand behind her ear, but it immediately escaped again, buffeted by the spring wind. The gesture was curiously endearing, and he couldn’t help but notice that she was very pretty in a nerdy kind of way. She had delicate features and fine bone structure, and combined with those gorgeous eyes, the sight of her packed quite a punch. He tried to ignore the way his body reacted with sudden interest.


‘I’m s-sorry,’ she stammered. ‘I didn’t realise . . . You’re right. I should have asked permission. I’ll, um, get going now.’


‘Good.’


She set off towards the gate and he followed close behind her. The silence between them felt awkward, and he wondered if he was being too harsh. A part of him would love an excuse to see this gorgeous woman again, but he didn’t really have time to date.


They had reached the gate now, and he opened it for her, to speed up her departure.


She passed through with a quick thank you, then bolted for her toy-sized car, throwing him one last uncertain look over her shoulder before climbing in. Those clear grey eyes made him want to follow her and apologise for his rudeness, but there was no point. He refused to talk to journalists, and they wouldn’t meet again. He watched as she drove off, then hopped into his own car.


Time to get back to a reality that would never include a lovely woman like that.










Chapter Four
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West Mercia, May/Gaukmánuðr AD 874


‘Are you ever going to forgive me, Merewen? I did what I had to do, and you know I would have much preferred to marry you. Your sister is a shrew and cannot hold a candle to you in terms of beauty.’


Merewen ignored Oslac, who had followed her into the barn, where she was about to milk the goats. He had shut the door so that they were alone in the semi-darkness, which was way too intimate for her liking. Not to mention inappropriate. She was tempted to run out of there, but it was time she stood her ground. He’d been hounding her for weeks, months even. Ever since Burghild had become with child, Oslac had turned his attention to Merewen, albeit in secret. Several times now he’d cornered her somewhere, trying to persuade her to allow him liberties.


That was not going to happen.


‘There’s no reason why we cannot still be friends,’ he continued, grabbing a milking stool to sink down next to her. He reached out and put a hand on her knee, his thumb rubbing circles on top of her skirts as his voice grew husky. ‘More even, since you’ll never have another man in your life. I can show you what you’ll be missing before you go off to the nuns. Where’s the harm?’


Sceadu, who was lying on the floor on her other side, growled low in his throat and Oslac sent him an irritated glance. Merewen yanked her knee to one side, dislodging his fingers. ‘Go away and leave me alone, or I’ll tell Burghild and Father,’ she hissed. ‘You chose her and you can’t have it both ways.’


‘Merewen.’ He sighed and pushed his fingers through his hair in an exasperated gesture. ‘I didn’t want your sister, but for the sake of my family and yours I was forced to wed her. It made sense to combine the two properties. You must see that?’


‘There was no force involved, and your father’s domains were plenty big enough. What I saw was a man who betrayed his promises to me. A man who was swayed by greed. One who lied.’ Her eyes bored into his with a fierce glare. ‘Do you seriously believe I’ll give myself to you outside of wedlock? I am not a whore.’


‘I never said you were. It merely seems like such a waste, you going off to that monastery without ever having felt a man’s touch. You should live a little before being sequestered for life. Have something to remember. I can give you that. You’ll enjoy it, I promise.’


She sent him another scathing gaze. ‘Believe me, even if I wanted to make such memories, it wouldn’t be with you. And how do you think the nuns would receive me if I arrived with a belly big with child? Now leave this barn before I scream at the top of my voice.’


He sighed. ‘Very well. I can see there’s no reasoning with you today, but at least think about it. I care for you. I hate to see your youth and beauty wasted this way.’


‘Go!’ She pointed at the door. ‘And get it through your thick skull that I want nothing to do with you! You made your bed, now lie in it. Without me.’


He finally stomped out of the barn like a sulky child, and she breathed a sigh of relief. It probably wasn’t the last she’d hear on this matter, but for now she was safe. Hopefully she’d remain out of his reach until such time as she left for the monastery. When that would be, she wasn’t certain as her father’s plans had been derailed by the Heathen Army for over a year now, but it couldn’t be long. Perhaps it would be a blessing after all if it took her away from Oslac.


‘Curse those Mercians! They’ve cut our brotherhood down to half the size – I can’t believe it!’


Hastein was beside himself, and Eirik contemplated the fury and devastation on his uncle’s face. They’d been steadily making their way west towards Bretland, raiding as they went. As usual, they relied on surprise attacks, and had mostly aimed at anything that looked like Christian buildings or more prosperous settlements. Sweeping in quickly to take what they wanted with minimum bloodshed on either side, they’d had a few successes. Not enough for his uncle’s greed, though. Hastein had apparently envisaged much more loot, and that morning, impatient with the lack of suitable targets, he’d decided to swoop down on what looked like a cluster of small farms.


That had been a mistake.


Despite it being just before dawn and still semi-dark, someone must have seen them coming and raised the alarm. By the time Hastein’s warband descended on them, the inhabitants were ready for them and fought with quiet desperation to protect their possessions. Although Hastein and his men had come away with a goodly amount of provisions – though next to no treasure – almost half his warriors had been slain in the process. What made it even more ignominious was that they’d been killed with pitchforks and other ordinary implements, as well as anything the women of the community had to hand. In the face of such fierce determination, Eirik had only participated half-heartedly in the raid, although thankfully Hastein hadn’t noticed. Eirik mourned his fallen comrades, of course, but he couldn’t help but admire the courage of the locals.
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